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DON'T-KNOW MIND:
THE SPIRIT OF KOREAN ZEN
Zen Master Seung Sahn's DroppingAshes on the Buddha
Understanding that all things are one;
Do you also understand that the ten thousand things
forever remain distinct?
Ifyou fall down in emptiness, you may loseyour life.
No pointgiving medicine to a dead horse.
Become one,
Distinctness, clinging to nothingness.
What is it that transcends these?
Look!
Above blue sky,
In front ofthe door green trees,
Below yourfeet the brown wooden floor.
During the early days ofZen in China, there was one
master who was fond of using this teaching phrase, "The
whole world in the ten directions is one bright jewel."
One day a monk came forward in the assembly and
said, "Master, you always say the whole world in the ten
directions is one bright jewel. How is one to understand
that?"
The Zen master responded, "This whole world in the
ten directions is one bright jewel. What has understanding
got to do with it?"
The next day, when the master was walking around
the grounds of the temple, he saw the monk and said to
him, "This whole world in the ten directions is only one
bright jewel. How do you understand that?"
The monk replied, "This whole world in the ten
directions is one bright jewel. What has understanding
got to do with it?"
The Zen master said, "I knew you were making your
living in a ghost cave on the far side of the mountain,"
and walked away.
Seen from a certain perspective, this is a story about
flexibility. One time, "What has understanding got to do
with it?" The other time, "How do you understand that?"
All the while holding to this one point, "The whole world
in the ten directions is one bright jewel."
Flexibility means free functioning. How can we
erceive something in this moment, yet let go of it in the
very next moment? How can we perceive something from
one perspective, then from another perspective a moment
later? How can we sometimes see something from two
perspectives simultaneously? And most important, how
can we use that clear seeing to function freely and help
this world?
Zen Master Seung Sahn has one kong-an that he uses
to test students, called "Dropping Ashes on the Buddha."
This kong-an emphasizes the different aspects of Zen
seeing and functioning. But before going into the kong­
an, let me say a little about my teacher. Seung Sahn Dae
Soen SaNim (Soen SaNim is Korean for Zen Master; Dae
means great or complete and is a title given to older,
respected teachers) was born in 1927 and is the dharma
successor to Zen Master Ko Bong. After the end of the
Second World War, when he was in his late teens and
feeling that his academic studies were not satisfying his
deeper questions, Seung Sahn became a novice monk.
Shortly thereafter he went to Won GakMountain to do a
hundred-day solo retreat during which he chanted the
"Great Dharani of theMysticMind Energy," a longmantra
associated with the bodhisattva of universal compassion.
Near the end of the retreat, he had a deep awakening and
wrote this enlightenment poem:
The road at the bottom ofWon GakMountain
Is not the present road.
The Man climbing the hill with his backpack
Is not a man of the past
Tok, tok-his footsteps
Transfix past and present.
Crows out of a tree.
Caw, caw, caw. 1
When Seung Sahn descended from the mountain, he
joined a small Zen community of laypeople at Magoksa
Temple. There, in 1949, he met Zen Master Ko Bong,
who asked him the kong-an,
Why did Bodhidharma come to China?
Joju [Chin., Chao-chou; Jap., joshu] answered,
"The cyprus tree in the garden."
What does this mean?
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